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BEST PRACTICES FOR PROGRAM MANAGEMENT
ENSURING THE PARTICPATION OF WOMEN AND MINORITY GROUPS

The en�re community must take part in the community land
protec�on process for it to be successful. All community
members, including women, men, youth, elders, tradi�onal
leaders, members of minority groups, prac��oners of various
livelihoods, and seasonal users should be invited to all mee�ngs
and encouraged to par�cipate and speak their minds. The ac�ve
par�cipa�on of all community members throughout the
community land protec�on process is necessary to:

• Increase the validity of the community land protec�on
process. When a high percentage of the community is
involved in community land protec�on ac�vi�es, it is more
likely that the effort will have good results and las�ng
impacts. If the community land protec�on process is a
communityled, communitydriven ac�vity (not just an effort
by a handful of elite male elders), it is more likely that the
agreedupon rules and boundaries will be respected over
the long term. If the process excludes certain people or
stakeholder groups or if the community and facilitators allow
powerful community members and leaders to control the
process, then community land protec�on outcomes may be
challenged in the future or sabotaged in the short term. 

• Strengthen the work with good ideas and informa�on
from a diverse array of community members. Ac�ve
involvement by women and members of minority groups will
increase the quality and comprehensiveness of the
community land protec�on process. If women are not
present at mee�ngs to describe the natural resources they
gather daily (to build their homes, feed their families, and
care for their children’s health), the community may not
remember to create rules to ensure the sustainable use of
these resources. Likewise, because most work in rural

communi�es is highly gendered or differen�ated by
livelihood (agriculturalists, pastoralists, etc.), excluding
women and minority groups from the community land
protec�on process may mean that maps are le� incomplete
and/or that important natural resource management
strategies are not included in the bylaws.

ENSURING THE
PARTICPATION 
OF WOMEN AND
MINORITY GROUPS

THE IMPORTANCE OF WOMEN’S KNOWLEDGE

In some communi�es in Uganda, women’s par�cipa�on in
community land protec�on mee�ngs remained low for
many months. Facilitators had to work to understand the
reason behind the women’s silence: although the grazing
lands being protected were central to a variety of ac�vi�es
cri�cal to families’ livelihoods and survival, community
percep�on was that the grazing lands were used only for
grazing, a primarily male ac�vity. It was therefore assumed
that the project related only to men. Yet women in those
communi�es use the grazing lands on a daily basis to
collect basic household necessi�es such as firewood,
building materials, wild fruits, white ants, herbal medicines,
honey, mushrooms, and other resources. By convening
special “women’s conferences,” during which women
catalogued and described the various ways they used the
communal grazing lands, facilitators were able to show
women how their input into the community bylaws
dra�ing process was urgent and necessary: if women did
not speak up, the community may not make rules to
ensure that the resources women depend upon to care for
their families were managed sustainably. 
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• Create opportuni�es to address intracommunity injus�ce
and discrimina�on. In many parts of the world, growing
compe��on for scarce lands and natural resources has
meant that rela�vely “weaker” community members –
women, widows, orphans, the poor, the elderly, and
members of minority ethnic groups – face the greatest risk
of losing land to landgrabbing rela�ves or elites, in distress
sales to more powerful people, or in land disputes with
neighbors. In some contexts, customary protec�ons for the
rights of women and minority groups are being disregarded
and “forgo�en,” while in other contexts families are
reinterpre�ng or “rediscovering” customary rules in ways
that undermine women’s and minority groups’ land rights.
The community land protec�on process addresses these
trends by crea�ng opportuni�es for women and
marginalized groups to challenge local rules that
discriminate against them and argue for changes that
strengthen their land rights. 

• Promote more diverse, par�cipatory governance and give
“voiceless” groups a voice. When wellfacilitated, the
community land protec�on process creates opportuni�es for
women and members of minority groups to push for equal
rights, such as the right to par�cipate in local governance or
to own land). In many communi�es, decisions are made by a
few leaders and/or a group of male elders. The community
land protec�on process is an opportunity for all community
members to take part in decisions. When all community
members are invited to take part in every community land
protec�on ac�vity, it can help foster a new culture of
par�cipatory rulemaking and local democracy.

• Strengthen the land rights of women and minority groups.
Women’s and minority groups’ ac�ve and vocal involvement
in the community land protec�on process o�en results in
communi�es adop�ng bylaws that strengthen and protect
the land rights of these groups. (For more details on how the
community land protec�on process can posi�vely impact
the rights of women and members of minority groups, see
the chapter on Strengthening the Land Rights of Women
and Members of Minority Groups) 

HOW TO ENSURE THE ACTIVE PARTICIPATION
OF WOMEN AND MINORITY GROUPS?

To strengthen the land rights of women and members of
minority groups most effec�vely, facilitators should undertake
some or all of the following strategies:

• Undertake a gender analysis. Before beginning community
land protec�on work, facilitators should carry out a gender
analysis in each community (cataloguing all barriers to
inclusion or par�cipa�on) and design communityspecific
strategies for how they will proac�vely address these barriers.

• Ensure women’s and minority groups’ a�endance at
mee�ngs. Facilitators must devise innova�ve solu�ons to
ensure women and other groups can a�end mee�ngs.
Strategies might include:

• Scheduling project mee�ngs in places and at �mes that
women could more easily a�end, such as holding
mee�ngs on Sunday a�ernoons when women are free
from their work;

• Have a few women gather food from all households in
the community and cook lunch for the whole
community at the mee�ng venue (to ensure other
women do not have to stay home from a mee�ng to
cook lunch for their families); 

• Send community leaders and Community Land Mobilizers
doortodoor to request that women and members of
minority groups a�end project mee�ngs; and

• Proac�vely request that husbands bring their wives and
other female household members with them to
mee�ngs, among other strategies.
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In Liberia, community members reported that as a result
of the community land protec�on process: 

“There has been a change in decisionmaking process: all
the community members have to come together to agree
or disagree on any new decision, and the voice of women
is also considered.”

“There are changes. In the past, elders made all the
decisions − now we are all involved. Now elders don’t just
make decisions without consul�ng the whole community.”

“In the past elders and our big people made all the
decisions. Now we call mee�ngs for everyone to take part.”
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• Foster women’s and minority groups’ verbal par�cipa�on
during mee�ngs. A�endance at mee�ngs does not equal
par�cipa�on during mee�ngs. Good facilita�on is key.
Facilitators should model good mee�ng facilita�on skills by
making sure that men and women speak equally at
mee�ngs, and train Community Land Mobilizers to ensure
that the voices and interests of women, youth, and minority
groups are all given equal �me and space during mee�ngs. 

• Support the community to elect or select a woman to serve
as a Community Land Mobilizer. Women can play an important
role in mobilizing other women’s a�endance at and par�cipa�on
during community land protec�on mee�ngs. Facilitators should
ensure that the female Community Land Mobilizer is a strong
leader who will help to ensure that women’s voices are heard
throughout the community land protec�on process. 

• Ensure women and members of minority groups are
elected to the Interim Coordina�ng Commi�ee. Facilitators
should ac�vely support communi�es to elect women and
members of minority groups to be members of the Interim
Coordina�ng Commi�ee, then train them to mobilize large
numbers of women and minority groups to a�end all
community land protec�on mee�ngs. (See the chapter on
Selec�on and Training of Community Land Mobilizers and
Interim Coordina�ng Commi�ees.)

• Convene special womenonly mee�ngs. Facilitators may
need to organize mee�ngs where women can work together
to iden�fy their interests and cra� strategies to effec�vely
advocate for these interests during the broader community
mee�ngs. At these mee�ngs (some�mes called “women’s
conferences”) facilitators should teach women about their
rights under na�onal and interna�onal law; ensure that they
understand the importance of their contribu�ons to the
community bylaws dra�ing process; and prepare them to
speak as a group, as there is strength in numbers. Experience
has shown that women’s conferences play a significant role
in suppor�ng women to ac�vely challenge discriminatory
norms and argue for protec�ons for their land rights.

• Educate men and leaders about the benefits of strong land
rights for women. Efforts to educate only women about their
rights ignore the fact that men – husbands, fathers, fathers
inlaw, brothersin law, community leaders, etc. – are the
arbiters of women’s land claims. Experience has shown that
when men and leaders understand how women’s land tenure
security can increase household income and ensure their
children’s future prosperity, they are more likely to create
rules that strengthen and protect women’s land rights.

• Let women show their necessity. Men may be resistant to
pressure from facilitators to include women in land and
natural resources governance. It has proved more useful to
show men – by example rather than mandate – that women’s
par�cipa�on in the land protec�on process will help to
improve land and natural resource management. By
suppor�ng women to speak up about issues related to
women’s livelihoods and those natural resources tradi�onally
considered “the domain of women” (medicines, honey,
water, etc.), facilitators can help women show how cri�cal
their knowledge and experiences are to good land and
natural resources management. Because such input does not
threaten tradi�onal gender roles, men may be more willing
to listen to their opinions and accept their recommenda�ons.

• Leverage custom. Facilitators can help communi�es to
understand that na�onal laws that protect women’s land rights
do not violate customary rules. To do this, facilitators should:

• Educate communi�es about na�onal laws that protect
women’s and minority groups’ rights;

• Support community leaders to remember tradi�ons and
customary rules that emphasize men’s and leaders’ role
as “protectors” of the rights of women and minority
groups; and 

• Help communi�es to reinvigorate customs that
emphasize men’s and leaders’ role in protec�ng the
rights of women and other vulnerable groups. 
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CUSTOM DOES NOT NECESSARILY UNDERMINE OR
WEAKEN WOMEN’S LAND RIGHTS

It is more effec�ve and more culturally sensi�ve to find
crea�ve ways of working within custom to strengthen
women’s property rights. By bringing all community
members into dialogue and crea�vely problemsolving
around the ques�on of how the community may best
strengthen women’s land tenure security, facilitators can
work with exis�ng cultural prac�ces to address
discrimina�on and bring the wider customary legal structure
into alignment with na�onal and human rights law.
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• Ensure the elec�on of a diverse Land Governance Council.
At the comple�on of the bylaws dra�ing process, the
community elects a Land Governance Council composed of
exis�ng respected leaders and representa�ves of community
stakeholder groups, including women, youth, members of
minority groups, and others. (See the chapter on Crea�ng
Land Governance Councils.)

• Involve customary leaders. In rural contexts where
communi�es look to their customary leaders as the
authori�es and enforcers of rules, these leaders have a
cri�cal role as defenders of the rights of women and
members of minority groups. To ensure increased
protec�ons for their land rights, facilitators may want to train
customary leaders and cul�vate them as allies in the defense
of women’s and minority groups’ land rights. Customary
leaders across various cultures have shown a willingness to
learn about na�onal laws that protect women’s land tenure
security and to shi� their prac�ces to align with these laws.

• Ensure implementa�on of bylaws protec�ng the land
rights of women and minority groups over the long term.
Experience has shown that efforts to protect the rights of
women and minority groups must not end when the
community adopts its bylaws and elects a Land Governance
Council. To ensure that the bylaws protec�ng women and
minority groups’ rights are enforced, facilitators must also: 

• Provide legal educa�on for local magistrates, police,
district and regional land administrators, and other
relevant local bodies that can play a role in enforcing
and protec�ng the land tenure security of women and
members of minority groups – and ask them to help the
community enforce its bylaws;

• Train and work with customary jus�ce ins�tu�ons to
ensure that they use and enforce community bylaws
and na�onal laws that protect the rights of women and
minority groups (for example, when media�ng family
land disputes); and

• Support communi�es to create “watchdog groups”
whose responsibility it is to be on the lookout for
viola�ons of women’s and minority groups’ rights and
take ac�on to prevent discrimina�on before it happens.

WOMEN AS MEDIATORS

In one Liberian community, elders wanted their bylaws to
include restric�ons concerning palm oil harves�ng, a major
source of income for youth. The elders argued that youth’s
focus on palm harves�ng was undermining the
community’s food supply: very few youth were plan�ng rice
and other food crops, as they were occupied with plan�ng
palm, a nonfood cash crop. The youth became alarmed and
countered that palm harves�ng was a major source of their
income and that they deserved to “have a say” in the rules
governing household palm oil produc�on. They argued that
they were responsible for contribu�ng to local development
projects and needed income to support their commitments
to the community and their families. To resolve the
argument, the men and youth called upon community
women to intervene as neutral arbitrators. The women
concluded that while some restric�ons on palm oil
produc�on were indeed necessary, the new rules also had
to take into account the interests of the youth. In the end,
the community collec�vely agreed to a threemonth annual
freeze on palm harves�ng during the rice farming season. 


